Reading Malcolm X in a Historical Context
Malcolm X remains as fascinating a figure today as he was during the civil rights movement, when the nightly news featured footage of black children facing dogs and fire hoses in Birmingham, Alabama. Then and even now, Malcolm X represented an alternative to the passive resistance, to the marching and boycotting, and to the turn-the-other-cheek, love-your-enemies philosophy of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and his organization, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC). While King and SCLC worked toward integration, organizing the famous March on Washington in 1963, Malcolm X focused on freedom. The fact that Malcolm wanted freedom "by any means necessary" made him an inspiration to a younger generation of civil rights activists who eventually lost faith in King's vision of an integrated society where "the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit together at the table of brotherhood."
3 Malcolm remained deeply skeptical (if not scornful) of this utopian vision even as he agreed, after his break with the NOI and just 17 days before his assassination, to speak at a civil rights event in the south. On February 4, 1965, Malcolm addressed three hundred civil rights workers at Brown Chapel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Selma, Alabama. The invitation to speak had come from the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). In his remarks, Malcolm distinguished between the house Negro, who loved his slave master and would run to put out the fire in his house, and the field Negro, who hated his slave master and wanted him to die. He told the audience that there were still house Negroes and field Negroes-a statement greeted with laughter and thunderous applause. Malcolm then made it plain to which group he belonged: "I'm a field Negro. If I can't live in the house as a human being, I'm praying for a wind to come along. If the master won't treat me right and he's sick, I'll tell the doctor to go in the other direction. But if all of us are going to live as human beings, as brothers, then I'm for a society of human beings that can practice brotherhood."
4 Positioning himself within a global struggle that transcended but did not erase race, Malcolm both distinguished himself from King and fueled the fire of discontent with a civil rights movement dependent on the goodwill of white Americans in positions of power. In 1966, when the most famous member of SNCC, Stokely Carmichael, 5 started explicitly calling for "black power," and Huey Newton and Bobby Seale started donning berets, carrying rifles, and calling themselves the Black Panthers, the civil rights movement as most people knew it had come to an end.
A historical figure known throughout the world, Malcolm X is also a pop culture icon. His image has appeared on t-shirts, caps, posters, coffee mugs, mouse pads, buttons, body art, and in 1999, a US postage stamp. In 1987, New York City decreed that Lenox Avenue, a main thoroughfare in Harlem, also be called
